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Most of the recent political unrest in Guatemala is a result of reaction to economic policies. In
September, 1987, the government introduced a property tax revision aimed at large landholders.
Then, in response to International Monetary Fund recommendations, late last year the government
increased electricity rates by 40%, and lifted price controls on numerous basic foodstuffs, including
bread and beans. Under President Vinicio Cerezo's government, the number of consumer goods
subject to price controls has dropped from 225 to 10. Organized labor responded to these measures
by creating a front called Trade Union Action (UAS), comprised of the country's three largest
confederations (UNISTRAGUA, CUSG, and CGTG), and three trade unions (FENASTEG, STINDE,
and a small electrical workers union). Hugo Rene Morales of the Guatemalan Workers Union
(UNISTRAGUA), said, "This is the first time in 20 years that the strongest worker organizations in
the country have united forces in a determined struggle." The UAS presented ten demands to the
government, including suspension of foreign debt payments, a minimum daily wage equivalent to
$2.50, continued price controls on basic foodstuffs, and action to reduce unemployment, estimated
at about 50% of the labor force. When President Cerezo refused to participate in a dialogue on the
demands, in mid-January the UAS organized the largest demonstrations in recent Guatemalan
history. Next, in December, for the first time since 1980, a new minimum wage scale was established.
Threats by private businesspersons induced the National Court of Constitutionality to suspend the
wage increases in February. Cerezo responded to such threats by pointing out that the rich "have
not suffered the effects of the economic crisis." Early this year Gens. Benedicto Lucas and Hector
Lopez joined the civilian rightwing in denouncing the new minimum wages as socialistic. (Basic data
from Mesoamerica, 03/88; International Labour Reports, 03-04/88, summarized by Central America
Resource Center, Minneapolis, Minn.)
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